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Yalobusha Review

Ron L. Cooper

Refrigeration
Elmo believed that for three nights running someone had been in his
kitchen at two in the morning. “Sounds like they’re making a sandwich,” he
said to Shirley.
“Why don’t you just go and look instead of keep waking me up?”
“You don’t hear it?”
“Do this again tomorrow night and, by God, I’ll
you.”
At six A.M. Elmo stood over Shirley with a loaf of bread. “How many
slices were in here yesterday?”
“I don’t count bread slices.” Shirley lifted her head from the pillow and
squinted at the clock. “What time is it? You know I don’t get up on
Saturday.”
“Six. I think eleven were in here.”
“So you ate five.”
“No, six o’clock, and I didn’t eat none. There’s nine slices now. And
some mayonnaise’s been eat.”
Shirley took a bath at nine A.M. and heard Elmo on the bedroom
telephone. “Who you talking to? Elmo, answer me.”
Hair turbaned in a towel, she came out of the tub to find Elmo curled
on the bed
the telephone beside him and Shirley’s address book in his
lap.
“You’ve been in my pocketbook? Who you calling?”
“Joe. Pam and Dale. Colby. Your mama. Everybody.”
“My mama?”
“They all coming over. Them and some others. We’re going to get to the
bottom of this.”

At eleven thirty Elmo ordered two Big Boss-size chicken tubs, two
quarts of cole slaw, a
pan of macaroni and cheese, a pie pan of banana
pudding, and, remembering that Pam was on a bread diet, two extra biscuits
from Cappy’s Yard Bird Barn. For the free drink he selected a Diet Dr.
Pepper.
“Who
Elmo?” Cappy asked.
“Nobody. We just got some people coming over.”
“I figured you’d be out fishing. Them rock fish is running good.” Cappy
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rolled an unlit Swisher Sweet from the right to the left side of his mouth as
he dipped the banana pudding.
“I ain’t got time for fishing. Somebody’s been slipping into my house in
the middle of the night, and I aim to find
who. It’s one of them what’s
over today.”
“And feeding them’ll catch them, like fish?”
“I’m
feeding them.” Elmo gave the pickled egg jar a quick
quarter spin. “That’s the beatingest thing, how the jar goes and stops and
then the eggs move, ain’t it?”
Elmo watched Pam chew her fourth biscuit. Maybe she eats up all the
bread at her house then sneaks down the
for his. But
about the
mayonnaise? Maybe she’s on a
food diet. Salt is white. Had she salted
her biscuit?
“What’s the occasion here, Elmo?” his cousin Joe asked. “You ain’t back
in Amway, are you?”
“It’s crazier than that,” Shirley said. “I never did like Cappy’s cole slaw.
Too much pickle. Tell them why you invited them, Sherlock.”
Elmo searched his banana pudding for end pieces that might have the
little black stem left in. “You look kind of tired, Joe. Sleeping well?”
“You know I’m sleeping on Mama’s couch.” Joe pulled the skin off a
thigh and dropped the rest back into the tub. Did Corrine say something to
you? You tell her them’s my tools and I got every right to go into my garage
to get them.”
“Corrine sure is pretty,” Shirley’s mama said. “Shirley, ain’t she the one
that give me that sty medicine? It worked good.”
“I ain’t seen her since she kicked you out, Joe,” Elmo said. “Your mama
cook for you?”
“Kicked me out? Is that what she said?”
“I like his cole slaw,” Shirley’s half-sister Sue Jean said. “His chicken’s
high, though.”
“In so many words, Joe.” Elmo pushed his paper plate away and wiped
his hands along the
of his dungarees. But I’ll tell you what’s high,
Sue Jean. Light bread. A sandwich is about the highest price thing you can
eat these days, ain’t it, Sue Jean?”
“Jesus Christ.” Shirley lit one of Elmo’s cigarettes and clanked shut his
Zippo with the fish he had etched with a nail set and claw hammer. (He had
nine others just like it. “Flea market people just don’t appreciate art,” he had
said. “Some of them couldn’t even
it’s a bass. Look at its mouth. See?”)
“Don’t say a word, Mama,” Shirley said.
“ ain’t none of my business,” Shirley’s mama said, “if you
to kill
yourself like Talmadge did.”
“Carlisle,” Shirley said. “Talmadge was Sue Jean’s daddy.”
Shirley’s mama put on the glasses
hung on an acorn-bead necklace
that she had made as an assistant teacher for vacation Bible school the year
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before, looked into the chicken tub, and pulled out several pieces. "Ain’t no
gizzards in here? I love a gizzard.”
“You ever had a gizzard sandwich
a little mayonnaise?” Elmo asked.
“ hits the spot
two in the morning.”
“For God’s sake, Elmo,” Shirley said.
“I can’t eat after sundown,” Shirley’s mama said. “You know I got that
high hernia.”
Colby wiped a dab of banana pudding from his
gold—
silver,
he had often corrected—flexible watchband with the tail of his Molly Hatchet
tee shirt. “He ain’t dying again, is
Shirley? You weren’t here for that one,
Joe. Elmo called us all to the church one evening and read us a little speech
he wrote, saying he was dying and he knew we knew all about it
kept it
from him so he wouldn’t get to live it up his last three months of life.”
“Was it the bowel cancer?” Shirley’s mama asked.
“ was nothing, Mama,” Shirley said.
“Mildred Chinners had the bowel cancer,” Shirley’s mama said. “All eat
up with it.”
Elmo poured Crown Royal into his diet Dr. Pepper. “That kitchen door’s
been sticking. I like to never got it opened yesterday. You know anything
about unsticking doors, Colby?”
“He put
doorbell on mine,” Pam said. “The one
rings T Am
Bound for the Promised Land.’ I love
hymn.”
Pam’s husband Dale slammed his fork to his plate. Flecks of cole slaw
popped up and stuck to his orange banlon shirt. “No hell no. He weather
stripped the front window. Any dumb ass can do that. I put in that doorbell.
It takes wiring.”
“Then you unstick the door,” Pam said.
“The door ain’t stuck,” Shirley said.
“For somebody,” Elmo said, “it seems like it’s always open.”

“I hope you’re happy,” Shirley said as she wiped the kitchen countertop.
“They all mad at you now and won’t be back anytime soon. That lock’s
useless. ”
“I don’t want them back. And
been mad at me before.” He put a
screw into the hinge that he had bent around the corner of the refrigerator
door. He turned on the cordless drill. Crack!
“Now you broke the damn refrigerator!” Shirley put her elbows on the
countertop and rested her chin on her fists. “And you still haven’t solved
your, whatever it is, mystery.”
It’s just a crack, and it still closes.” Elmo inserted the padlock. “And
locks.”

Elmo awoke on the kitchen floor with a flashlight in his lap and an
unloaded Remington twelve gauge beside him. His back hurt. Shirley sat on
a stool eating a sandwich. The clock on the oven said 2:20 A.M.
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“What kind of sandwich is that?”
“Chicken, left over.”
“Mayonnaise? You don’t like mayonnaise.”
“Maybe I have to learn to.”
A claw hammer
on the countertop by Shirley. The hinge and lock
hung from the side of the refrigerator, and the door was bent and could not
close.
“No, you don’t have to,” Elmo said, and his chin began to tremble. He
cried. He
his face in his hands and his chest bounced. He
his arms
straight up into the air and made a chirping sound
deepened and
stretched into a long wail of a single round syllable that slowed to a low hum.
Shirley bent down and helped him to his feet.
They went to bed and fell into cool, wordless lovemaking. When
were done, Elmo lay on top of Shirley
his eyes in the hollow of her
neck.
“They’re just
” he said.
“Yes, honey.”
“I ought to
worry
it.”
“You ought not.”
“Them people who came over for chicken, I love them all.”
“You don’t have to go that far.”
“You
we could get them back over here next Saturday?”
“No. They need to cool off.”
“You think what’s in the Frigidaire
be ruined by in the morning?”
“Yes.”
“We need to go to Sears and get a new one.”
“We do.”
“You got to keep things cool, preserved.”
“Yes. Cool. Preserved.”
Elmo rolled over onto his pillow. The bed was
he felt as if he
were moving, like a pickled egg, in a dark and
current, sinking to a
rest, until the next spin.
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